HUMANITIES
fter three grueling years of medical school, the fourth year serves as a reward in many ways. Most medical schools require fourth-year students to complete elective clinical rotations in order to graduate. Doing so offers an opportunity to solidify interest in a chosen field or become a more competitive applicant before applying to residency programs in the fall. The fourth year is also an opportunity to relax a bit as the hardest part of medical school is over. Some students even set aside time for vacation, graduation celebrations, and other major life events like getting married.
It is for these reasons that people often debate whether or not the fourth year of medical school is actually necessary. For a student who already knows which field of medicine he or she wants to pursue, another year of school just prolongs training. It also adds to the burden of educational debt that many medical students carry. Recent data approximates the median yearly cost of attendance as $70,000 and $50,000 for private and public US medical schools, respectively. 4 The last year of medical school is just as expensive as all the others. In some instances, it can be even more expensive as students must register for Step 2 of the United States Medical Licensing Examination, travel for residency interviews, as well as apply and travel to awayrotations. For students from less affluent backgrounds, avoiding an extra $70,000 in debt could alleviate a huge financial burden. Is a slightly more relaxing year worth $70,000?
Several medical schools across the country have created new curricula and programming for select medical students who wish to expedite their training. For focused and motivated students interested in primary care, the University of California-Davis (UCD) has created a program that allows students to reach their goal more quickly, and gain a guaranteed acceptance to a residency program. UCD recently received a five-year $1 million grant from the American Medical Association for its Accelerated Competency-based Education in Primary Care (ACE-PC) track. The first cohort of six ACE-PC students began their studies in June 2014. Mercer University offers an accelerated track to its medical students, which will perhaps serve as a solution to the state's dilemma. Students with a strong interest in Family Medicine must demonstrate academic excellence in the first year of medical school and can then apply to be switched into the three-year MD program. This three-year track will produce family medicine physicians more quickly and with a smaller financial debt burden. The overall goal of the program is to have these physicians serve in rural areas within the state of Georgia.
In 2013, New York University (NYU) unveiled its Three-Year MD Pathway. Applicants must already know which field of medicine they want to pursue and be accepted to the traditional 4-year program first. The accelerated program allows students interested in any field of medicine (not just primary care) to complete medical school in three years, and these students are guaranteed acceptance to an NYU Langone Medical Center residency of their choice. "On a national scale, accelerated MD programs may be the answer to our growing physician shortage. The problem is fueled by a number of factors such as population growth, insurance coverage expansion, and currently practicing physicians' impending retirement."
While an accelerated MD track offers personal benefits for its students, it also offers society a benefit. Students can complete their training more quickly and with less debt. These programs may also decrease the physician shortage that so greatly and negatively affects our nation.
